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ABSTRACT
Cook, Nancy Ellen. MA. University of Memphis. August 2011. Chris Ofili’s The
Holy Virgin Mary, the Black Female Form, and the Problem of Postmodern Scholarship.
Major Professor: Dr. Earnestine Jenkins.
Chris Ofili’s The Holy Virgin Mary, the Black Female Form, and the Problem of
Postmodern Scholarship explores the problems of postmodern scholarship in the visual
arts by analyzing The Holy Virgin Mary by Chris Ofili and the circumstances involving
the Sensation exhibition at the Brooklyn Museum in 1999. I place Ofili’s work in context
and make the claim that Ofili’s work is largely an examination of his dual identities as a
Catholic and person of African descent. I explore the larger cultural context by examining
the black female figure in Ofili’s work and in other postmodern artists dealing with
similar themes. In this thesis, I argue that postmodern scholarship of African Diaspora
artists too often focuses merely on the biographical information of the artists as a shallow
celebration of multiculturalism and ignores the work and its context. In this thesis I
present a more in-depth analysis of The Holy Virgin Mary and attempt to offer solutions
to the problem of postmodern scholarship.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
This thesis is the result of independent research, begun in the spring of 2010, and
inspired by extensive discussions concerning the National Debt in the media, centered
around the cutting of federal funding for certain government agencies and organizations.
The programs that seem to be most vulnerable include public funding for the arts and
museums, causing these institutions to be more cautious when choosing exhibitions and
new acquisitions. Artwork deemed offensive could mean that a particular museum is
more vulnerable to having its public funding pulled. The result is increased censorship for
art housed in museums that are partially or fully federally funded.
Two famous examples of censorship in the recent history of visual arts in the
United States have been widely discussed in the literature: Robert Mapplethorpe’s
photographs in the exhibit entitled The Perfect Moment at the Contemporary Arts Center
in Cincinnati and the Sensation exhibit at the Brooklyn Museum of Art in 1999. The
Mapplethorpe exhibit was largely objected to because it included nude figures and
depicted homosexual acts. Although both were examples of visual censorship, neither
exhibit involved the actual removal of the artworks. However, the threats to cut federal
funding made to the institutions that housed the exhibits make them prime examples of
the way censorship of the arts occurs in America.
The controversy surrounding the Sensation exhibit centered on a painting entitled
The Holy Virgin Mary, by a young artist named Chris Ofili (fig. 1). This incident and the
Mapplethorpe exhibit in Cincinnati have several things in common. First the two exhibits
both caused conservative politicians to make an issue out of the exhibits. The exhibits
were decried and defamed in speeches and on conservative radio and television. Both
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Sensation and The Perfect Moment have become enshrined as examples of the Culture
Wars in America. In addition, the exhibits brought another heated debate to the public
arena. Since the Sensation show was hosted at the Brooklyn Museum, which is partially
funded by the city government, and the National Endowment for the Arts funded The
Perfect Moment, the question was raised whether the government should fund the arts. If
the government is funding art, do they then have the right to censor? The partial
government funding for pieces that some found offensive led many to question the value
of such funding. In light of the current discussion in politics around the National Debt,
the issue surrounding the visual arts seems particularly relevant.
The reaction and media attention to Sensation and The Perfect Moment is
remarkably similar. However, when one compares the work of Robert Mapplethorpe to
that of Chris Ofili, the work of Ofili seems almost laughably tame (fig. 2). Chris Ofili’s
painting does not contain sexual acts or violence. Why was this painting by Ofili singled
out to such a great degree? The Sensation exhibit contained plenty of material that was
deemed offensive by the public such as nudity, dead animals, and violence. Yet, Ofili’s
painting of the Madonna, represented as a black female, was eventually defaced with
white paint by an angry spectator. Presumably, the controversy surrounding this work
occurred because Ofili represented the Virgin Mary as non-white. The resulting
cacophony did not include in-depth analysis by scholars nor critics, which increased the
lack of understanding of the artwork.
It appears that a number of postmodern artists of African descent like Ofili have
experienced similar spectacles surrounding their work. Artists such as Renée Cox, Kara
Walker, and Carrie Mae Weems also work predominantly with the black female figure,
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often producing dynamic, contentious work in order to explore issues of gender, race and
politics. However, scholars and critics of postmodern art tend to focus on the spectacle
and controversy surrounding works like The Holy Virgin Mary. It seems that scholars and
critics are still figuring out how to approach the study of African Diaspora artists. While a
nuanced understanding of any artist’s background and influences is critical, some
writings on African Disapora artists never advance beyond simple biography. In addition,
some think that the attention given to contemporary artists of African descent is a
simplistic celebration of multiculturalism, instead of a shift from margin to center. This
thesis does not ignore the controversy created by The Holy Virgin Mary or the
background of the artist, which are both fundamental to an understanding of the work. In
fact it begins with a discussion of Ofili’s work as spectacle in order to understand the
consequences of scholarship that favors spectacle and exoticism.
I present a more in-depth analysis of The Holy Virgin Mary. This study examines
Chris Ofili and his work within the larger context of contemporary African Diaspora
artists. Chris Ofili is a contemporary artist of African descent born in the west,
specifically England. Seeking to understand Ofili’s work by first situating the artist
within the particular historical, political, and social contexts that impact the arts is well
within the framework of art historical method. I also look at the work as an example of a
specific area of interest within African Diaspora art -- the black female form. These are
critical issues of concern, for as the world is in flux, how we see and understand art is
changing with it. Other ways of studying, or interpreting art and imagery are likewise
shifting from the margin to the mainstream. Changes in the world of art demand that we
redefine our notions of self and each other.
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Methodology
The methodology used in this thesis is influenced by the writings of Erwin
Panofsky.1 Panofsky details three different levels of interpretation and applies these to
works created in the Italian Renaissance. The first level deals with the surface of what is
depicted in an image, what Panofsky calls, “pre-iconographical.” The first level involves
a formal analysis of the line, light, color, form, and other formal qualities of a work. The
second level deals with iconography, or the meaning conveyed through the use of
symbols in a work. For example, a lily depicted in a Renaissance painting might be
symbolic of the purity of the Virgin Mary. The third level deals with the iconology of a
work. This third level is distinct from iconography in that it places the work within its
larger cultural context. This level deals with the political and social issues of the time in
which the work was created and how those factors affect the painting’s style and subject
matter. The goal is to utilize Panofsky’s method of analysis to create a fuller
understanding of Ofili’s painting. The formal qualities and iconography of Ofili’s work is
understood within the larger cultural context of postmodern art.
In Chapter One, I discuss at length significant events concerning the Sensation
exhibition. I focus on the owner of the collection in order to bring up questions
concerning the ethics of the exhibit. Then, a detailed account of the controversy and the
way it was displayed in the media is provided. This account of the Sensation exhibit is
intended to provide the reader with the information necessary to understand the reasons
for and ways in which threats of censorship occur. In addition, it is important to
understand the reactions of the opposing sides in such an argument. In general one side
1

Erwin Panofsky, Studies in Iconology: Humanistic Themes in the Art of the Renaissance
(Boulder: Westview, 1939, reprint 1972).
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cries out for the censorship of a work of art that is found to be offensive while those
speaking in defense of visual art tend to preach tolerance without offering a scholarly
interpretation of an artwork. Examples of such arguments were ever present during the
Sensation exhibition.
The second chapter is devoted to placing Ofili’s painting within the larger context
of contemporary African Diaspora art with particular focus on race, representation, and
the black female body. Using this approach requires that I examine the history of
Madonna imagery in the west from a Christian perspective, also addressing the history of
the ‘Dark Madonna.’ I then look at maternity figures and symbols of motherhood and
fertility in a number of African contexts in order to suggest other possibilities of
influence.
In the third chapter, I place Ofili within the context of black women artists who
address the same subject matter -- the black female body. It is important to compare his
work to African Diaspora artists who address similar issues using the body, but whose
radical style and notoriety are similar to Ofili’s experience. In my conclusion, I pull
together and summarize the prevailing themes in the thesis, but suggest solutions that will
promote a more informed and nuanced understanding, as well as appreciation for the
work of African Diaspora artists like Chris Ofili.
Review of Literature
The literature concerning the history of the Sensation exhibit exist largely in
articles published in The New York Times when the exhibit was housed at the Brooklyn
museum in 1999. The Times offers some of the most extensive reporting and opinions on
the happenings at the Brooklyn Museum. Articles presenting the various opinions and
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articles on the Sensation exhibition highlight the incredible amount of attention that the
exhibition and Ofili’s painting received. In addition these articles offered the best
examples of the opposing sides in the argument concerning censorship and federal
funding for the visual arts. I have also used the original exhibition catalogue for the
Sensation exhibition and subsequent biographies of Chris Ofili.2 Unsettling Sensation:
Arts-Policy Lessons from the Brooklyn Museum of Art Controversy edited by Lawrence
Rothfield was useful in interpreting the backlash from the Sensation exhibition.3
I was able to place The Holy Virgin Mary into the larger context of the African
Diaspora by using two main texts: Shades of Black: Assembling Black Arts in 1980s
Britain edited by David A. Bailey, Ian Baucom and Sonia Boyce and Afro Modern:
Journeys Through the Black Atlantic edited by Tanya Barson and Peter Gorschlüter.4 In
particular, the writings of Stuart Hall, Rasheed Araeen, Petrine Archer, and Kobena
Mercer were helpful in the analysis of Ofili’s work as a representation of identity as a
African Diaspora artist.5 Araeen and Hall both presented information concerning the
Black Arts Movement in Britain in the 1980s.

2

Norman Rosenthal et al, ed., Sensation: Young British Artists from the Saatchi
Collection (London: Royal Academy of Arts, 1997) and Judith Nesbitt, ed., Chris Ofili (London:
Tate, 2010).
3

Lawrence Rothfield, ed., Unsettling Sensation: Arts-Policy Lessons from the Brooklyn
Museum of Art Controversy (New Brunswick: Rutgers University, 2001).
4

David A. Bailey et al, ed., Shades of Black: Assembling Black Arts in 1980s Britain
(Durham: Duke University, 2005) and Tanya Barson et al, ed., Afro Modern: Journeys Through
the Black Atlantic (Liverpool: Tate, 2010).
5

Stuart Hall, “Assembling the 1980s -- the Deluge and After,” in Shades of Black:
Assembling Black Arts in 1980s Britain, ed. David. A. Bailey, et al. (Durham: Duke University,
2005), Rasheed Araeen, “The Success and Failure of the Black Arts Movement,” in Shades of
Black: Assembling Black Arts in 1980s Britain, ed. David A. Bailey, et al. (Durham: Duke
University, 2005), Petrine Archer, “Negrophilia, Diaspora, and Moments of Crisis,” in Afro
Modern: Journeys Through the Black Atlantic, ed. Tanya Barson, et al. (Liverpool: Tate, 2010),

6

The second chapter relies heavily on an interview with Chris Ofili conducted by
Ekow Eshun as a source for the artist’s own thoughts published in Chris Ofili edited by
Judith Nesbitt.6 I have also utilized Okui Enwezor’s article, “The Vexations and
Pleasures of Color: Ofili’s Afromuses’ and the Dialectic of Painting,” also from the book
Chris Ofili, edited by Judith Nesbitt.7 Enwezor’s article was used in discovering Ofili’s
influences for creating images referencing black women’s experiences. Enwezor
however, excluded The Holy Virgin Mary from his study. Information concerning the
history of ‘Mammy’ imagery in visual art is derived from an essay by Kimberly WallaceSanders entitled, “The Body of a Myth: Embodying the Black Mammy Figure in Visual
Culture,” from the exhibit catalog, Black Women: Images, Icons, and Ideologies of the
African Body.8
Another essay from Black Womanhood entitled, “The Black Female Body, the
Postcard, and the Archives,” by Chistaud Geary helped illuminate the ways in which the
African female body was objectified during the Colonial era.9 Lisa E. Farrington’s
“Reinventing Herself: The Black Female Nude,” was also useful in placing the subject

and Kobena Mercer, “Iconography after Identity,” in Shades of Black: Assembling Black Arts in
1980s Britain, ed. David. A. Bailey, et al. (Durham: Duke University, 2005).
6

Ekow Eshun, “Ekow Eshun Interviews Chris Ofili,” in Chris Ofili, ed. Judith Nesbitt
(London: Tate, 2010).
7

Okui Enwezor, “The Vexations and Pleasures of Colour: Chris Ofili’s ‘Afromuses’ and
the Dialectic of Painting,” in Chris Ofili, ed. Judith Nesbitt (London: Tate, 2010).
8

Kimberly Wallace-Sanders, “The Body of a Myth: Embodying the Black Mammy
Figure in Visual Culture,” in Black Womanhood: Images, Icons, and Ideologies of the African
Body, ed. Barbara Thompson (Hanover: Hood Museum of Art, 2008).
9

Christraud M. Geary, “The Black Female Body, the Postcard, and the Archives,” in
Black Womanhood: Images, Icons, and Ideologies of the African Body, ed. Barbara Thompson
(Hanover: Hood Museum of Art, 2008).
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within nineteenth-century ethnographic contexts.10 The writings of Janell Hobson,
Michael D. Harris, and Lisa Gail Collins provided information on the works of Renee
Cox, Kara Walker, and Carrie Mae Weems 11
The writing of Kobena Mercer drew attention to the lack of scholarship on
contemporary Diaspora artists like Ofili. Mercer stated that too often scholars focus on
controversy instead of fully analyzing the work of contemporary artists. This thesis
elaborates on Mercer’s ideas, relating them to Ofili’s experience with The Holy Virgin
Mary and putting forth the idea that a lack of scholarship can be destructive, calling for
censorship, and even the physical destruction of images. John Picton was helpful as well
in researching postmodern art markets, and the current interest in the work of African
Diaspora artists.12
Duncan Cameron’s writing was critical in discovering solutions, particularly the
role of museums in educating new audiences about the work of African Diaspora artists.
Cameron’s article, “The Museum: A Temple or The Forum,” focuses on this particular
shift.13 Museums are looking towards the future and becoming more involved in the
communities they are meant to serve. In doing so, they are shifting from an atmosphere
10

Lisa E. Farrington, “Reinventing Herself: the Black Female Nude,” Woman’s Art
Journal 24 (2004): 15-23.
11

Janell Hobson, Venus in the Dark: Blackness and Beauty in Popular Culture (New
York: Routledge, 2005), Michael D. Harris, Colored Pictures: Race and Visual Representation
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 2003), and Lisa Gail Collins, The Art of History:
African American Women Artists Engage the Past (New Brunswick: Rutgers, 2002).
12

John Picton, “In Vogue, or The Flavour of the Month: The New Way to Wear Black,”
in Reading the Contemporary: African Art from Theory to Marketplace, ed. Olu Oguibe, et al.
(Cambridge: MIT, 1999): 115-126.
13

Duncan Cameron, “The Museum, a Temple or the Forum,” in Reinventing the
Museum: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives on the Paradigm Shift, ed. Gail Anderson
(New York: Altamira, 2004): 61-74.
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that has been likened to that of a temple or shrine, to an open forum where ideas can be
debated. Cameron makes the point that the sharing of ideas among visitors and museum
staff is a necessary step in educating the public without preaching or seeming elitist. I
argue that we also need the formal analysis of contemporary art, in order to be able to
understand and interpret what we see.
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CHAPTER TWO
A ‘SENSATION’: THE EXHIBITION AND ITS RECEPTION
Exhibition Origins
In September 1997, Sensation: Young British Artists from the Saatchi Collection
opened at the Royal Academy of Arts in London. As the title suggests, all the works
comprising the exhibit came from the private collection of Charles Saatchi.1 The artists
included in Sensation were tied together in other ways. For one, many of the artists in
Sensation had met and worked together while attending Goldsmith’s College in London.
While still at Goldsmith’s a young artist named Damien Hirst organized an exhibition
called Freeze, which took place in a warehouse in London in 1988. Nine of the artists
who participated in Sensation had also participated in Freeze.2 However, one prominent
artist of Sensation, Chris Ofili, had not been part of Freeze. Ofili had been included in an
exhibit called Brilliant! New Art from London at the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis in
1995,3 where many of its artists were subsequently part of Sensation. Most importantly,
what connected each of the artists in Sensation was an association with Charles Saatchi as
a sponsor, mentor, and patron.
Saatchi’s collection focused on young British artists. Each of the forty-two artists
who participated in Sensation worked in very different media and had diverse styles.

1

Norman Rosenthal, “The Blood Must Continue to Flow,” in Sensation: Young British
Artists from the Saatchi Collection, ed. Norman Rosenthal et al. (London: Royal Academy of
Arts, 1997), 8.
2

Richard Shone, “From ‘Freeze’ to House: 1988-1994,” in Sensation: Young British
Artists from the Saatchi Collection, ed. Normal Rosenthal et al. (London: Royal Academy of
Arts, 1997), 12.
3

Martin Maloney, “Everyone a Winner! Selected British Art from the Saatchi Collection:
1987-97,” in Sensation: Young British Artists from the Saatchi Collection, ed. Norman Rosenthal
(London: Royal Academy of Arts, 1997), 26.
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Ultimately the works of art in the collection were unapologetically grotesque,
unconventional, violent, strange, and often uncomfortable. It is clear that Saatchi
gathered these specific artists together for a reason. He wanted the collection to be a
“Sensation.” While it was housed at the Royal Academy from September through
December of 1997 the show garnered a huge amount of publicity.
After Sensation left London it traveled to the Hamburger Banhof in Berlin, where
it was exhibited from September of 1998 through February of 1999.4 Again, the critical
and public response was extreme. In both London and in Berlin most of the initial
controversy surrounding Sensation was centered on Damien Hirst.5 Hirst utilized dead
animals in his work in order to explore ideas of mortality. For example, The Physical
Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living, contained an actual dead tiger
shark suspended in formaldehyde (fig. 3). Hirst went so far as to dismember animals as
well. His A Thousand Years utilized a bloody cow head, flies, and maggots (fig. 4).
Another artist whose work generated opposing views, especially in London, was Marcus
Harvey. As with Damien Hirst, Harvey had studied at Goldsmith’s College and
participated in Freeze. His painting entitled Myra depicted the notorious murderer Myra
Hindley, who had been convicted of the murder of five children in England in the 1960s

4

Rosenthal, “The Blood,” 9.

5

Teri J. Edelstein, “Sensational or Status Quo: Museums and Public Perception,” in
Unsettling “Sensation”: Arts-Policy Lessons from the Brooklyn Museum of Art Controversy, ed.
Lawrence Rothfield (New Brunswick: Rutgers, 2001), 108.
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(fig. 5). The painting was rendered using the handprints of children. Harvey’s piece had
to be shortly removed from the exhibition in London because it was nearly defaced
twice.6
The exhibition next opened at the Brooklyn Museum of Art on October 2, 1999.
However, before Sensation was even viewed by the public news of the exhibit had been
widely reported. Beginning September 1999 Catholic organizations and conservative
politicians were already denouncing it. The exhibition was offensive to American
audiences for many reasons. Surprisingly, however the source of all the controversy and
media attention was not about Hirst or Harvey. It was the painting by Chris Ofili, whose
work had received very little critical or public response when Sensation was in London or
Berlin. Ofili’s painting enraged many Catholic organizations, including the Catholic
League, and Mayor Rudolph Giuliani, who denounced the exhibition as “sick stuff”
before it even opened.7
The Backlash: A Timeline
Beginning in September of 1999, even before Sensation was open to the public a
backlash was forming organized by the Catholic League and led by New York City
Mayor, Rudolph Giuliani. In September Giuliani made a public appearance denouncing
the Brooklyn Museum’s decision to house Sensation.8 Giuliani and the Catholic League
were particularly offended by Ofili’s painting of the Virgin, even though the exhibit
contained other artwork portraying sexual, strange, and violent themes. A public debate
6

Edelstein, “Sensational,” 109.

7

Dan Barry and Carol Vogel, “Giuliani Vows to Cut Subsidy over ‘Sick’ Art,” New York
Times, September 23, 1999, accessed February 19, 2011, http://www.nytimes.com/
1999/09/23/nyregion/giuliani-vows-to-cut-subsidy-over-sick-art.html.
8

Ibid.
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was sparked immediately, and the exhibit began to draw national attention. The debate,
however, was still centralized in New York City, and Saatchi’s collection was discussed
widely in schools, universities, and places of worship. The more that Giuliani and others
labeled Sensation as offensive, the more popular it became. The result was that when the
show finally opened in October of 1999 attendance was much higher than usual. The
Brooklyn Museum had more publicity than it could handle. The New York Times and
other local publications covered the debate extensively.
On September 23, 1999 Dan Barry and Carol Vogel of the New York Times
reported that Giuliani had given the Brooklyn Museum an ultimatum: either remove
Ofili’s painting from the exhibit or the museum’s city subsidy would be cut and the
museum evicted from its space.9 Immediately, many voices rose up in anger, protesting
that Giuliani was violating the First Amendment to the Constitution. It was called
government censorship. Just five days later another article appeared in the New York
Times claiming that the museum’s chairman, Arnold Lehman, had indeed considered
removing Ofili’s painting.10 The threat of the cut of funding had made the Brooklyn
Museum, which depended on the city’s subsidy for its daily operations, think twice.
Ultimately the Brooklyn Museum refused to remove Ofili’s painting.
On the other side of the issue were people such Margaret O’Brien Steinfels, who
wrote an article in the New York Times entitled, “Artists Have Rights and So Do

9

Barry, “Giuliani.”

10

Ralph Blumenthal and Carol Vogel, “Museum Says Giuliani Knew of Show in July
and Was Silent,” New York Times, October 5, 1999, accessed February 8, 2011,
http://www.nytimes.com/1999/10/05/nyregion/museum-says-giuliani-knew-of-show-in-july-andwas-silent.html.
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Taxpayers.”11 Steinfels argued that because the Brooklyn Museum was partially funded
with taxpayer money, the mayor had the right to cut their funding on the grounds that the
taxpayers were not pleased with the exhibit. She essentially made the argument that any
organization that received public funding could and should be censored by the
government.
Once the exhibition opened on October 1, the New York Times reported on the
huge turnout for the opening, attended by many celebrities and faces from the art scene in
New York.12 The popularity of Sensation was undeniable. Throughout the month of
October, the Times continued to report on news of the exhibit and the resultant court
battle. Art critics and theorists began writing about the power of images and the power of
Mary as an icon.13 The debate brought up a range of issues, including public funding for
the arts, the history of censorship, and First Amendment Rights. However, the various
sides of the argument were not engaging in a real conversation. It was more akin to
several people talking over each other at once with no one caring or listening to other
arguments.
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Margaret O’Brien Steinfels, “Artists Have Rights and So Do Taxpayers,” New York
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In the end the courts stood behind the Brooklyn Museum. On November 1, 1999
Judge Nina Gershon of the United States District Court in Brooklyn ordered Giuliani to
restore funds to the museum and was told that he could not legally evict the museum
from their space. Judge Gershon’s ruling offered a strong condemnation of Giuliani’s
actions and a strong defense for the freedom of expression.14 Then on December 18, an
elderly man, Dennis Heiner, feigning illness and leaning against a wall of the museum
suddenly rushed to Ofili’s painting and smeared the artwork with white paint. The guards
quickly rushed to the man and detained him while he screamed “blasphemy” at the
surrounding visitors. He was arrested and charged.
Fortunately, the museum staff was able to quickly withdraw the painting and
remove the white paint without harming the underlying image. For the remainder of the
exhibition Ofili’s painting was kept behind a glass shield. It was watched over daily by a
museum guard and an armed policeman.15 The painting and the rest of Sensation was
removed from the Brooklyn Museum on January 9, 2000. Shortly after the majority of the
show was sold at Christie’s auction house on May 16, 2000, although Christie’s did not
reveal the seller’s name. The exhibition lives on as one of the most high profile examples
of censorship in America art.
Charles Saatchi and the Ethics of Funding
Charles Saatchi was well known in the British art world as a prominent collector.
By the early 1990s Mr. Saatchi was particularly interested in a group of artists who had
14
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recently graduated from Goldsmith’s College in London. Saatchi was also known for
accumulating large profits from the works that he collected. He bought pieces from
young, relatively unknown artists at low prices and then sold them in his own gallery
space in London for a large profit.16 The exhibition, Sensation, was certainly a turning
point for Saatchi. The show was organized by the Royal Academy of Arts in London.
Entirely comprised of works from the Saatchi collection, he was involved extensively in
the exhibition process and design. Sensation drew a large amount of publicity for Saatchi,
and it was this publicity that allowed him to sell a major portion of his collection for
millions after Sensation closed in both London and Brooklyn.17 It is easy to speculate that
Saatchi purposely collected art that could be deemed offensive or shocking in order to
attract attention; subsequently selling the work for a large amount of money was
relatively easy.
Even after Mr. Saatchi’s actions were widely reported, the Brooklyn Museum
made it their mission to bring Sensation to New York. Saatchi agreed to pay for the
insurance for his collection while it was housed in Brooklyn and suggested to the
museum that Christie’s auction house be used as a corporate sponsor for the exhibit.
Saatchi had used Christie’s to sell off a large part of his collection after Sensation opened
in London. In the end, Christie’s invested $50,000 in the exhibition for the Brooklyn
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Museum. The Christie’s logo was then placed on the exhibit walls, advertisements,
newsletters, and invitations.18
All of these events were critical to the evolving controversy. The collector and
those funding the exhibit all had a vested financial interest in the exhibit. The exhibit
was, from the beginning, designed for profit and mass appeal, especially with the
inclusion of a famous pop star like David Bowie. In the end, Saatchi sold most of the
collection that comprised the Sensation exhibit through Christie’s, including Ofili’s Holy
Virgin Mary, now owned by a collector in Australia.19 The controversy and publicity
surrounding Sensation, especially in Brooklyn, was extremely profitable for Saatchi.
However, questions still remain about the ethics involved in the exhibit. Should museums
offer exhibits of private collections? Should museums work with corporate sponsors who
might stand to gain financially from the exhibit? And most importantly, when an exhibit
is subject to the amount of commercialism, controversy, and publicity inherent with
Sensation, where is the scholarship, criticism, and understanding of the artwork in all of
this?
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CHAPTER THREE
IN CONTEXT: CHRIS OFILI AS AFRICAN DIASPORA ARTIST
“I try to do different things with the female form: one, describe its beauty;
two, look at the way it’s been dealt with historically; and three, cause
more problems. I think I’m actively doing all three.” –Chris Ofili, 2009
Self-Exploration
The spectacle that erupted from the presentation of The Holy Virgin Mary in
Sensation appears to have been largely unexpected by Ofili. After all, the way in which
Ofili presented the Virgin is certainly nothing new or unique. There are many examples
of dark Virgins around the world, including Africa. It is also certainly not the first
presentation of a black female figure in a painting. However, when scholars discuss The
Holy Virgin Mary, they tend to focus on the spectacle of Sensation and largely exclude it
from discussions concerning Ofili’s focus on the black female figure. Scholarship of
Ofili’s painting tends to focus on exoticism and multiculturalism. It should be discussed
also, and perhaps more importantly, within the larger history of the representation of the
black female figure and its importance within the history of art.
When studying the work of Chris Ofili, it becomes clear that he has a strong
interest in exploring his own identity. Ofili has stated that his work is largely an
exploration of self. In 2009 he said,
I didn’t have to make that much of an effort about what I wanted to paint,
because the subject matter I chose was my interest and it was an extension
of who I am and it could express a facet of this simultaneously. This study
of the self within my work led to honest discoveries and surprising
reactions.1
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Chris Ofili was born in Manchester in 1968. He is of Nigerian descent and was
raised a Catholic. Thus, much of Ofili’s work deals with these two separate themes in
regard to his own identity: Catholicism and cultural traditions in Africa and the African
Diaspora. Ofili’s The Holy Virgin Mary is a perfect example of the amalgamation of
these two themes. The painting explores both Catholic and African cultural iconography,
which are key to Ofili’s own identity. Ofili’s choice to combine African and Catholic
imagery made the piece controversial and caused a spectacle. Yet the idea of selfexploration through visual art is certainly nothing new. Ofili is part of a larger tendency
in postmodern art wherein artists explore their own identities through their work.
Rasheen Araeed discusses the fact that Diaspora artists growing up in the 1980s in
England, including Ofili, were dealing with intense racial exclusion. England was
suddenly dealing with a huge influx of immigrants, particularly from its former colonies
in the Caribbean, Africa, and India. The country could no longer call simply define itself
as “white.” The acceptance of these new immigrants no doubt involved many struggles.2
Ofili was in the center of these issues in England as a child and young adult.
During the 1980s in Britain, artists of color became increasingly interested in
questions of identity. The interest in this “new black subject” and exploration of identity
culminated in the Black Arts Movement.3 The movement had very specific goals
galvanized around the need to strengthen the sense of identity for African Diaspora
peoples, which they saw as a means to “achieve full humanity,” according to Araeen. The
2
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Black Art Movement saw art as a means of helping ‘displaced’ people define their space
and claim a role for themselves in British society.4
Ofili’s work was influenced in a number of ways due to his experience with the
Black Arts Movement. This includes a tendency towards appropriation, the use of
popular culture and the black vernacular, and the practice of recycling, sampling, and
accumulation. Ofili’s Captain Shit series offers a good example of some of these
practices in his work (fig. 6). The series depicts a black male figure in a white, yellow,
and red suit with a cape blowing in the wind. The character that Ofili creates draws upon
many historical references, specifically Blacksploitation stars of 1960s and 1970s Afican
American cinema. The figure is meant to critique in a humorous manner, the
stereotypical heroic black male. Archer claims that the representation of stereotypical or
pejorative figures in the work of African Diaspora artists is an attempt to deconstruct and
challenge the stereotypes. Contemporary artists utilize past exploitative images of people
of African descent and recreate them as radical images that challenge stereotypes with
humor.5
Another aspect of Ofili’s work directly connected with the Black Arts Movement
is his use of collage. Collage was a common means of expression associated with the by
artists part of the Black Arts Movement. Collage enabled artists to explore and borrow
from readily available images in popular culture, then refashion and place them in new
contexts.6 Ofili continues to employ this technique, used most effectively in The Holy
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Virgin Mary. Ofili took magazine cutouts of dark female genitalia and placed them
around the figure of the Virgin. The fact that Ofili has selected images from
contemporary magazines is significant. The original context of the images was
exploitative, as they were intended for pornographic use when first created. Ofili has
taken the images out of their original context in order to make a point about the way in
which black female bodies have been objectified in popular culture.
Dual Themes
Ofili attended St. Pius Roman Catholic High School in Manchester from 1980-85.
I was an altar boy and heard the Bible being read out repeatedly. These
stories have stayed with me, although they’re completely remixed in my
head. And often when I do further reading, I’m quite surprised by the
difference between the real story and my memory of the story. I’m
interested in that difference and how it’s affected the way I think about
making images.7
Christian imagery continues to be a major theme in his work, appearing relatively early in
pieces like Satan from 1995 or The Holy Virgin Mary. Biblical stories and themes are
often represented in his work. Christian themes were prevalent in 2002 when Ofili
presented an exhibit at the Tate in London entitled, The Upper Room 1999-2002. The
show consisted of thirteen paintings, each depicting a monkey carrying a chalice (fig. 7).
The works were displayed by placing six paintings on opposite walls. The final painting
was placed on a third wall. Ofili stated in 2002 that, for him, The Upper Room was
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symbolic of the Last Supper: twelve paintings on either side of a thirteenth, which
represented Christ and his twelve disciples.8 When speaking about this show Ofili stated:
I think religion and beliefs concerned around religion are very very
important. I think how people express that varies so greatly that often
paths don’t cross, but I do think it’s an important part of existing.9
Religious themes persist for Ofili. For example The Holy Virgin Mary was the only Ofili
image in Sensation that dealt explicitly with religion, which is perhaps the reason for it
being singled out as offensive.
Africa may be an even more overarching theme in Ofili’s work than religion. He
makes many connections in his work with cultural traditions in Africa, although he did
not visit the continent until adulthood. After he graduated with his Masters of Fine Arts
from the Royal College of Art in London in 1993, Ofili traveled to Zimbabwe on a
scholarship in order to participate in an artists’ workshop. It was there that he studied
cave painting in the Matobo Hills, which he has stated influenced the use of shimmering
paint and dots in his work.10 Ofili claims that he also became acquainted with traditions
involving elephant dung while in Zimbabwe. While not a reference to a specific aesthetic
tradition, Ofili used this organic material to create a visual identifier for Africa. Ofili
chooses to use elephant dung from the London Zoo in his work. The material can
therefore be read as symbolic of Ofili’s own identity as a second-generation immigrant
connected to both Africa and the west.11
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Ofili combines African inspired elements with the radical practices of African
American artists like David Hammons, known for his ignoring of art institutions, and art
rooted in the materials and spaces of the street. In 1993, inspired by Hammons’ Bliz-aard
Ball Sale , (1983), Ofili staged a Shit Sale in Berlin and London. Ofili sold elephant dung
from a market stall behind a sign that read “ELEPHANT SHIT.” In addition, he created
three Shithead sculptures using elephant dung (fig. 8). Ofili then took out advertisements
in frieze magazine that simply read “ELEPHANT SHIT.” The advertisements were meant
to promote Ofili, but he decided not to advertise using his own name.12
In the early and mid-1990’s, his paintings began to generate strong critical
response. His work was purchased by several major collectors, including Charles Saatchi,
and featured in important galleries like the Victoria Miro Gallery in London. During this
time Ofili was never embroiled in controversy, although he continued to use elephant
dung in the majority of his paintings. He tended to elevate the paintings off the museum
or gallery floor with two balls of dung at either end of the painting. Ofili also often placed
elephant dung on the surface of his images.
However, critics began to claim that Ofili’s use of dung was an attempt to
exoticize his work by playing on his African heritage, and therefore make it more likely
to be noticed. Cosentino argued that contemporary collectors and galleries were
beginning to favor so-called “exotic” artists, i.e. artists that were influenced by or came
from a tradition of non-western art. These artists, like Ofili, purposely highlight their own
non-western heritage in their work. To put it bluntly, western and traditional European art
is no longer popular, and Cosentino claimed that Ofili’s use of elephant dung was simply
12
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an attempt to make his work more “African.”13 Cosentino did not seem to consider his
remarks problematic, since artists of European descent are expected to learn the western
tradition and freely borrow from it.
Through an exploration of his African and African Diaspora heritage, Ofili
acknowledges membership within a global network of contemporary African Diaspora
artists. His work does make direct cultural connections with Africa, but he also makes
direct associations with African American artistic traditions. The bright colors that are
common in Ofili’s paintings are influenced by the coloration of 1960s and 1970s
decorative painting from the Black Power movement. Ofili also has a deep interest in
Afrocentricity and often explores this theme in his work. He explores what it means to be
of African descent in the postmodern world by confronting ideas about race and cultural
discourse. These themes and ideas are central to his exploration of identity. I will now
examine his concern with the black female form.
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CHAPTER FOUR
CHRIS OFILI AND THE BLACK FEMALE BODY
Muses
In 2005, Chris Ofili put on an exhibition at The Studio Museum in Harlem
entitled Chris Ofili: Afro Muses, 1995-2005. The exhibit was a collection of 181 small
paintings done in watercolor on paper depicting various African figures (fig. 9). The
majority of the paintings were of female figures, but some were male. Okwui Enwezor
describes how the paintings were a demonstration of Ofili’s advanced skills and ability to
control a difficult medium, as the rendering of the figures was done without any apparent
mistakes. Enwezor also described the paintings as an exploration of “blackness.” Each of
Ofili’s 181 paintings depicts an entirely individual figure, with every possible variation in
skin tone and hairstyle represented. 1
Afromuses was Ofili’s visual exploration of the ways in which people think about
and discuss race. Some would refer to these figures as “black,” but what does that term
mean? Ofili presented the viewer with many varied levels of what “black” could be,
encouraging the audience to consider the ways in which they define race and appearance.
Ofili’s Afromuses also employed a wide range of bright colors for the dress and jewelry
adorning each of the figures. The brilliant colors again remind the viewer of the bright,
decorative paintings and posters of the Black Arts movement in America. The various
hairstyles seem inspired by the Black Power movement of the 1960s and 1970s.2
Ofili has stated that he draws upon many influences before painting an image,
including photography. Okwui Enwezor claims that Ofili has been strongly influenced by
1
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West African photographers such as Salla Casset, Mama Casset, Meissa Gaye, and
Seydou Keïta (fig. 10-12). The similarities between the women pictured in such
photographs and Ofili’s depictions of the black women in his Afromuses and other works
are undeniable. Enwezor sees a connection between Ofili’s work and paintings of women
done in the sous verre (reverse glass painting) tradition, such as those by Senegalese
artist Babacar Lo (fig. 13).3 He also points out that Ofili has drawn inspiration from West
African studio photographs of women from the 1940s and 1950s. It is easy to see that the
colorful jewelry, hairstyle, and even facial expressions of Ofili’s women are very similar
to these other traditions that Enwezor presents. 4 However, what is most important is that
Ofili has clearly been drawing from a variety of sources in his exploration of the black
female form.
The black female figure has become extremely prominent in Ofili’s work. The
Afromuses appear to have been translated into larger pieces such as No Woman No Cry,
which is now in the Tate Museum in London (fig. 14). In this painting, Ofili has returned
to his usual format of large-scale paintings, which utilize various materials, including
elephant dung. This painting, like many others, is propped off of the museum floor by
two large balls of elephant dung. Depicted with her face in profile and eyelids painted in
blue shadow, a black woman silently weeps. Tears fall from her closed eyes and slowly
move down the side of her face. The woman is depicted in bright, vibrant colors. She
appears to be surrounded by a golden halo of light. Ofili fashioned a diamond pattern
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over the entire surface of the painting, which seems to suggest that the woman depicted is
standing behind a fence or cage.
The figure depicted in No Woman No Cry is meant to stand as a symbol for the
pain caused by the racially motivated murder of a teenager named Stephen Lawrence in
1993 in London. The subsequent investigation of the murder was also handled
improperly by the Metropolitan police because of the race of the victim. The face of
Lawrence is depicted within each teardrop that pours from the face of the female figure. .
Ofili has stated that the piece is meant to visualize the mourning of Lawrence and is
intended to be a universal symbol for grief and loss.5 The dramatic emotions depicted in
the image make it impossible for the female figure to be objectified, thus subverting
stereotypes by creating a human connection with the black woman. The female figure is
not a passive object. Instead, she is a universal symbol for deep, powerful, human
emotions of grief and mourning.
Another example of Ofili’s work with the black female figure is a painting
entitled Blossom from 1997 (fig. 15). Ofili again utilizes a large format with layers of
materials. The extensive use of vibrant colors makes the surface of the image pulse and
vibrate. The figure rests her head on her folded hands whose fingernails have been
painted a brilliant shade of pink. The features of the face are distorted. Ofili has gone so
far as to make the left eye appear doubled. The Afro hairstyle is an obvious reference to
popular hairstyles of African-Americans during the Black Power Movement. The figure
is surrounded by botanical elements, which make reference to her name, “Blossom.” The
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word “Blossom” is also spelled out on the left side of the image with brightly colored
paint on balls of elephant dung.
In contrast to No Woman No Cry, Blossom appears to be a celebration of Africa
and the African Diaspora. It is a celebration of a rich cultural heritage that utilizes the
black female figure as a means of expressing notions of racial and ethnic identity, and as
a means of challenging issues of social, gender, and political concern. Ofili’s various
explorations of African culture and the African Diaspora in his work, especially his
depictions of black women are a critical part of his quest for self.
Scholars tend to include Blossom in a discussion of Ofili’s depictions of the black
female figure to the exclusion of The Holy Virgin Mary. It is as if Blossom is somehow
safe to discuss in the larger context of postmodern works that utilize the black female
figure to challenge popular notions of race and gender. Even though The Holy Virgin
Mary was created around the same time, it is generally excluded from this sort of
scholarship, such as Enwezor’s essay on Ofili’s Afromuses. The painting is generally only
discussed in terms of larger arguments about censorship and museum ethics, as in the
book Unsettling Sensation. Yet, The Holy Virgin Mary does fit into a larger body of work
in which Ofili experiments with the potentialities of the black female figure to subvert
stereotypes concerning race and gender.
Historical Effects of Colonization and the African Nude
In order to gain an understanding of why and how African Diaspora artists like
Ofili utilize the black female form, it is necessary to understand the relationship between
colonization and the nude African female as it was represented in popular culture. One
major way populations in Western countries were exposed to the black female form was
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through the ubiquitous postcard (fig. 16). The colonization of African countries by
Western empires happened to coincide largely with the invention of photography. As a
result, cheap and widely distributed images of the nude African form were used to create
a narrative of the African continent for colonizers and settlers.6 Initially postcards of the
African female form were described as ethnographic. The nude African female body was
an object of anthropological fascination.7 However, the nude images were utilized not
only for the purposes of study but as an object for the male viewer. The images promoted
the idea of the African female as encompassing the male fantasy of unbridled, savage
sexuality. The African female is presented as passive in these images. She exists only as
an object for the male gaze.8
In speaking of the ways the black female body has been portrayed in the past, Lisa
Farrington states,
Since antiquity, the nude female has been understood, by and large, as a
passive creature. She reclines or poses placidly in a pastoral setting or in a
domestic interior for the benefit of an often unseen but invariably assumed
male viewer. Her eyes are either modestly averted or shyly welcoming,
and she offers herself up as a fest for the male gaze. Passive, receptive,
and available, she is presented as sexual spectacle -- an invitation to
voyeurism, lacking individuality, cognition, or the ability to act
decisively.9
The lack of action represented in the bodies of the African females in postcards and
photography from the colonial era is for the pleasure of the male viewer. Farrington also
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makes the point that portraits of nude males often depict the figure in athletic pursuits.
They are depicted as active and strong with the ability to defend themselves.10
Colonial representation of nude African girls and women appeared in postcards,
photography, and nineteenth century painting. This particular type of representation is
more familiar in the west, specifically in America in the guise of “Mammy” or “Jezebel.”
Such imagery, reconfigured in radical ways, is a critical element in the works of
postmodern artists actively seeking to subvert the power of these old stereotypes and their
portrayal of black women. Ofili can be counted among these individuals, who also
include artists like Renée Cox, Kara Walker, and Carrie Mae Weems.
Renée Cox
Jamaican American photographer, Renée Cox, portrays nude black women in
photographic work in order to challenge stereotypes of gender and race. Her work
presents strong, active female figures that reject the power of the traditional male gaze. 11
In the “Raje” series Renée Cox she depicts herself in the role of a modern day superhero
(fig. 17). The character “Raje” wears tall, black boots and a tight body suit in the colors
of the Jamaican flag. Cox uses a collage technique and places herself as the character of
Raje in various scenes. Raje is completely active in these images. She makes it
impossible for the viewer to objectify or use her figure improperly. In the photograph,
“Liberation of Aunt Jemima and Uncle Ben” (1998), Cox as Raje physically frees the
figures of Aunt Jemima and Uncle Ben from their former representations, as depicted in
the background. The once passive, two-dimensional figures suddenly assault the viewer
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with strong, powerful declarations of freedom. Most importantly, this image can be seen
as a metaphor for Cox’s mission in creating art.
Just as Raje liberates Aunt Jemima and Uncle Ben from their stereotypical
representations, Cox uses visual imagery to create figures of strong black females that
liberate them from past representations. It is significant that Cox chooses to place herself
in many of her photographs. As the artist and the subject, Cox has total control of the
image and its narrative. Past images of black female figures were mostly constructed by
males. Men controlled the narrative, how the figure was viewed, and the figure herself.
Cox maintains control of her images of black female figures and refuses to allow them to
be objectified.
Like Chris Ofili, Cox often uses religious imagery in her pieces. Indeed Cox’s Yo
Mama’s Last Supper was created in the same year as Ofili’s The Holy Virgin Mary (fig.
18). Cox’s photograph is an appropriation of Leonardo Da Vinci’s The Last Supper. She
has replaced the figures of Caucasian men with African descended males as Christ’s
disciples. Cox has positioned her own nude form in the center as the figure of Christ. In a
departure from the original painting, Cox depicts herself standing so that the majority of
her nude form is visible. Just like Ofili, Cox has represented a nude black female in the
place of a holy figure that is usually represented as a white male. Cox has also used this
technique in images that are appropriations of Michelangelo’s David and Pietà (fig. 19 &
20). In speaking about the religious elements in her work, Cox said, “...Christianity is big
in the African American community, but there are no presentations of us. I took it upon
myself to include people of color in these classic scenarios.”12 She feels that it is
important for African Americans and African-descended people around the world to be
12
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able to place themselves within the context of visual history without the burden of
stereotypes. As Ofili does in his images of the black female figure, an identity is created
with the amalgamation of religious imagery.
Kara Walker
The silhouettes intricately cut from black paper by Kara Walker reference racist
imagery of African-Americans during the Civil War era. Walker uses this type of
imagery in order to promote discussion of racism and representations of black figures in
the visual arts. Walker is utilizing an art form that was popular in Europe in the 18th and
19th centuries. This proper Victorian art form is married with scenes that take place in the
antebellum American South that are often considered offensive. In dealing with
mythologies surrounding the South and racial conflict, Walker utilizes stereotypes
associated with the black figure.13
Like other postmodern artists including Ofili, Walker uses racist imagery in order
to directly confront the harm caused by such representations. Walker’s imagery is meant
to force the viewer into confronting his or her own ideas about race and representation.14
Like Renée Cox, Walker is taking away control from white, male artists. The derogatory
images are turned around and controlled by the very people they once harmed.
Walker’s pieces consist of large and beautifully rendered silhouettes cut from
black paper. These are mounted directly to a wall to form tableaux. She often makes use
of colored lights and projections in large installations, creating the atmosphere of a
puppet or minstrel show. When the viewer enters the space of the installation, his or her
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body will also cast a shadow on the wall, joining the scene already inhabited by Walker’s
silhouettes. Her pieces such as, Insurrection! Our Tools Were Rudimentary, Yet We
Pressed On, have a loose narrative (fig. 21). This scene clearly involves a slave revolt
prior to emancipation, but Walker states that she prefers for the viewer to react more to
the iconography than the subject matter.
Walker’s tableaux are often criticized for the violence inflicted on the white
masters in her scenes. One example, Mistress Demanded a Swift and Dramatic
Empathetic Reaction Which We Obliged Her, depicts a young African American girl
stabbing her white mistress through the abdomen (fig. 22). To the left, a black slave is
bound in shackles. It is important to note that the violence often represented in Walker’s
images is less important than the active nature of the black figures within the scenes.15
The enduring characteristic of colonial and antebellum imagery of Africans and African
Americans is the passive nature of the figures. The figures were not the active motivators
within the scene. Black figures, especially female, existed as objects of voyeurism and
comedy. Walker subverts these ideas in her tableaux. The black figures, while
referencing derogatory images, become active participants within the scene. Walker’s
minstrel-like figures become the subject and force the viewer into uncomfortable, often
violent and sexual scenarios.
Carrie Mae Weems
Photographer Carrie Mae Weems also works with race, gender and representation
in her work, employing various techniques, including collage and text. Weems has stated
that the medium she uses is less important than what she is able to do with the medium of
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photography. She often appropriates actual documentary colonial photographs of
Africans into her.16
Weems’ photo essay entitled, From Here I Saw What Happened and I Cried
(1995-1996), makes use of 33 photographs by other artists. The majority of these
photographs are documentary photographs from the colonial era in Africa. However, the
photo essay also includes work by contemporary artists like Robert Mapplethorpe.
Weems has presented these photographs with a red tone in a circular, vignette form. Each
photograph contains a line of text. When placed together the photographs become a
narrative that traces the journey of African people in the visual arts.
The essay begins with images like You Became a Scientific Profile, which depicts
a colonial photograph taken of an African woman as an anthropological study (fig. 23).
Such images are prime examples of the passive, objectified nature of the African female
form in colonial imagery. The series continues with images that encapsulate visual
representations of African Americans in pre-Civil War America. The image You Became
Mammie, Mama, Mother, & Then Yes, Confidant-- Ha depicts what initially appears to be
a typical image of a Mammy figure (fig. 24). Yet upon closer examination the strong
gaze directed at the viewer lets us know that this black woman was no one’s servile
‘Mammy.’ She was the ‘boss.’ It is Weems juxtaposition of contrasting passive text with
a defiant image that transforms this into a subversive image that debunks the stereotype.
With this series Weems also references the Jezebel, or sexually promiscuous stereotype
in the image, You Became Playmate to the Patriarch (fig. 25). The image depicts a young
black female with her legs spread in the foreground of the image. The objectification of
16

Lisa Gail Collins, The Art of History: African American Women Artists Engage the
Past (New Brunswick: Rutgers, 2002), 30.

34

this young black woman in the image comes to represent all black women who suffered
sexual exploitation, abuse and violence at the hands of men who literally owned their
bodies. Weems method of combining the female form with pre-existing photographs and
texts questions the nature of documentary photography as an objective, realistic
representation of reality.
We have examined Chris Ofili within the broader context of African Diaspora
artists and prevailing themes of exploration, particularly in reference to how a diversity of
artists approaches the black female body. I will now turn to an analysis and interpretation
of Ofili’s painting, The Holy Virgin Mary.
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CHAPTER FIVE
THE HOLY VIRGIN MARY: ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION
“The painter points to ancient caves,
perches an African nebula
on hefty dung balls,
on the backs of European giants:
William Blake, Auguste Rodin, Francis Picabia.
Warhol, too, bears the brunt,
skeletons survive the ash.” – “Two More Ways of Looking at
It,” Cameron Shaw
African Connections
This chapter is devoted to an interpretation of Ofili’s The Holy Virgin Mary. As
previously outlined, detailed scholarship concerning Ofili’s intent and the painting’s
historical connections is extremely limited. Ofili’s intent when creating the piece was not
to cause the controversy that ultimately erupted from the Sensation exhibition. The
painting has deep historical connections with images of females from African cultures
and with images of the Virgin Mary throughout the world. First, I will discuss Ofili’s
interest in his own African heritage and the connection he draws with Africa through The
Holy Virgin Mary.
Ofili has intentionally abstracted and geometricized the face of the Virgin in his
painting. It is possible that he intended for the viewer to make a connection with African
masks of various cultures (fig. 26). The features of African masks are likewise often
abstracted or disproportional to convey concepts rather than the features of an individual.
It is the abstracted facial features of the Virgin that give the viewer the first clue that Ofili
is interested in portraying concepts rather than accurately depicting an individual person.
After all, it is impossible to say what the Virgin looked like.
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The relationship of the facial features to those of African masks is significant. In
some African cultures, such as the Mande, the women in the society have control over the
usage and power of certain masks.1 There is a deep connection between female initiation
rites and the masks used for ceremonial purposes. In such contexts, the mystical powers
associated with masks are also linked to women. Peter Weil points out that women in
Mande culture were traditionally associated with mystical warmth and unpredictability,
while men were connected with cool stability2
In addition, Sidney Kasfir makes the point that masks tend to have diverse and
multiple functions in African cultures. A mask can be used to disguise the face, but it can
also be used as a symbol of metamorphosis.3 The wearer is transformed into whatever
spirit the mask is meant to embody. In a sense Ofili uses a mask in order to give power to
the figure of Mary. The young Virgin is transformed into the mother of God. She is an
Icon with the power to heal and answer prayers. The mask represents her transformation
into their powerful female figure. By creating the mask-like features for the Virgin’s face,
Ofili links the spiritual powers associated with the Virgin Mary in Western Christianity to
traditional power of fertility, healing, and motherhood associated with imagery of women
in African masks and sculpture.
The use of elephant dung in The Holy Virgin Mary also connects the painting with
traditions and cultures in Africa. The elephant, its dung, and ivory are valuable resources.
The elephant and ivory are frequently depicted in African art as symbols of power,
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wealth, prestige, and wisdom.4 One of the elephant’s most enduring features is the
structure of herds. Elephant herds are matriarchal. There is a head female elephant whose
position entails nurturing and guiding the other females and their young. Therefore, the
elephant can be seen as a symbol for motherhood. The large size of the elephant
combined with the nurturing ability of the head female in a herd means that the elephant
can be strongly associated with the power of female fertility and motherhood.5
The Mandinka, for example, make use of a Mother Elephant mask during
ceremonies and initiation rites. Weil makes the claim that the Mandinka people use the
elephant herd as the model for the hierarchy of females in their culture. The Mandinka
separate women into three separate groups: elder females, married women, and young
girls. The elder females are generally post-menopausal and therefore, according to the
Mandinka, more stable. The Mother Elephant mask is worn during ceremonies wherein a
female becomes initiated into the group of elder women. She learns the secrets of Mother
Elephant and becomes an elder. The elders lead, educate, and nurture the younger
females in the society, just like the head female in an elephant herd. The head elephant is
the model for motherhood and fertility.6 It is significant that Ofili chose to use the dung
from such a powerful symbol for maternity and fertility. The use of the dung, which
comes from the body of a powerful female symbol, in turn gives power to the figure of
the Virgin Mary. Ofili is applying the dung to give power to the Icon.
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Ofili has strategically placed a ball of elephant dung where the breast of the
Virgin would appear. The breast of the Virgin Mary is the source of nourishment for the
Christ child. There are numerous examples in Renaissance and Medieval painting that
depict the Virgin breastfeeding the Christ child. One such example is the Virgin and
Child by Joos van Cleve during the Northern Renaissance in 1525 (fig. 27). This bodily
fluid of the Virgin contains the power to nourish the Son of God. The placement of the
elephant dung on the Virgin’s breast is essential to the painting’s interpretation. The dung
comes from a female elephant with extraordinary power. The Mother Elephant is the
eternal symbol of motherhood and fertility in African cultures. It is another bodily fluid
that contains power, like the breast milk of the Virgin Mary. We can see that preliminary
drawings of The Holy Virgin Mary actually depict the breast as exposed, just as in
Christian images of the Virgin breastfeeding the child (fig. 28). The breast is an important
feature and emphasizes the power and fertility of Mary.
Peter Weil also brings up the issue of the elephant’s relation to men in African
societies. The elephant is an important symbol for the initiation of men in the Bamana
society in Mali. Weil points out that the elephant often takes on the qualities of something
monstrous when used in relation to men in Africa. Initiation rites among Bamana men
involve themes of being consumed by a monstrous elephant, digested, and then
defecated. The process involves themes of transformation.7 However, the idea of a
powerful female symbol consuming young men is rather ominous. The presence of the
dung evokes this sense of uncontrollable power. Dung has also been used to give certain
objects power, like the maternity figures of the Luluwa culture (fig. 29). Organic
materials like dung, horns, bark, etc. are attached to these types of figures in order to give
7
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the object the powers to heal and restore.8 As a powerful creature the elephant’s dung
gives fertility objects a similar type of power. The unpredictable, uncontrollable power of
the female elephant is translated to Ofili’s Holy Virgin Mary through the use of the
elephant dung.
The magazine cutouts used in The Holy Virgin Mary are a common material for
Ofili. He has placed these so that they float around the figure of the Virgin like birds or
insects. The images offer a connection to the natural world. Yet upon closer inspection
the viewer will discover that the pictures are of female genitalia and buttocks. This
imagery was undoubtedly the source of much of the controversy surrounding the piece.
Yet these cutouts must be understood as a further connection to Africa. The emphasis on
the genitalia of the female is common in African sculpture.
Constantine Petridis discusses these common female fertility figures in his article
on the manga figures of the Luluwa. The breasts, genitalia, and buttocks of these figures
is emphasized. As Petridis explains, the Luluwa place great importance on procreation.
These fertility figures are intended to provide protection for pregnant women and to
increase fertility of the female.9 As the breasts and genitalia are important in the act of
procreation, giving birth, and the nurturing of a child, it is these features that are
emphasized. The breasts and genitalia are often much too large for the body of the female
figure. This disproportion emphasizes the importance of the women’s reproductive life
sustaining power.
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Ofili does not reveal any features of the Virgin’s nude body. In keeping with
tradition she is entirely cloaked. The only hint that the figure even has a female bodily
form is the placement of the ball of dung exactly where the Virgin’s breast would appear.
The Virgin Mary’s position as the Mother of God does establish her as an important,
acceptable symbol of motherhood in Christianity. Ofili, however, emphasizes the
similarity of the Virgin to fertility figures in African cultures by placing an emphasis on
female genitalia through the magazine cutouts. The Virgin is not exposed. However, her
position as one who is fertile is present in the mind of the viewer. The cutouts float
around the Virgin as reminders of the importance of her fertility.
Chris Ofili has established a connection with visual traditions of Africa through
his Holy Virgin Mary painting. The face of the Virgin recalls the strong relationship
between women and masks in many African cultures. The use of elephant dung is
significant and establishes the firm connection between the elephant and its symbolic
status of Mother in Africa. The use of female genitalia emphasizes Mary’s importance as
a fertility figure in Christianity, just as female fertility figures play an important role as
protectors in African cultures. Ofili is reconciling his own African heritage with his
Catholic upbringing. His connection with the continent of Africa is less distinct than his
connection with Catholicism; after all he did not visit Africa until he was an adult. Yet
his own identity as a person of African descent is explored and reconciled by making
connections with maternity figures and the Virgin Mary. He establishes that African
cultures also have traditions and visual art that portray and symbolize similar concepts
concerning powerful maternity figures. It is clear that many of the symbolic qualities
associated with Mary resonate, and pre-date western Christian cultures.
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The Dark Madonna
Ofili’s painting of the Virgin relates to more than a history of African art. The
tradition of the Dark or Black Madonna is present throughout the history of Christianity
in both western and non-western countries. It should be noted that a complete history of
this Marian type will not be offered here. Instead, I will provide a brief summary so as to
place Ofili’s image into its proper context. Some of the most important examples of
Marian imagery come from book illuminations. Images of a Dark Madonna can be found
in images in Ethiopian book illuminations like the Gunda Gunde Gospels from 1540 (Fig.
30). The Madonna depicted in the Gunda Gunde Gospels has a skin color that is
decidedly darker than a Madonna of the Medieval era or the Italian or Northern
Renaissance.
Another type of Black Madonna exists in Western Christian imagery. This type
actually does have dark brown or black skin tone. One example exists in Donatello’s
bronze Madonna for the altar of Il Santo in Padua (fig. 31). The black color of the figure
of the Madonna comes naturally from the material used. However, James Beck notes that
Donatello’s figure was a new addition to a chapel that was once known as the Chapel of
the Madonna Mora, in which a celebrated Black Madonna was once situated.10
A Madonna figure with darker skin color continues to be favored in countries like
Ethiopia. Being a country with a population with dark skin color, it is perhaps natural that
Christians in Ethiopia would gravitate towards a figure of the Madonna with darker skin
color. Yet Marilyn Heldman suggests that the connection is based on something more.
Heldman discusses three separate images of the Virgin located in three churches in
10
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Ethiopia that are dedicated to the Virgin Mary. Her article suggests that these images are
much revered in Ethiopia because they are said to have been painted by St. Luke the
Evangelist. This image of Mary with darker skin tone is thought to be an exact likeness of
the Virgin as she existed on Earth by worshippers.11 It is common practice in countries
like Ethiopia and many Latin American nations to present the Virgin with a dark skin
tone. Yet colonization has resulted in the prevailing use of a Caucasian Virgin, even in
countries with populations of individuals with darker skin tone.
Karen Stevenson discusses the connection between whiteness and light in
Christianity with the colonization of the Pacific Islands. Leaders in the Christian church
in Europe began focusing on words in scripture that emphasized light and white as good.
A direct connection was made between the purity and goodness associated with the color
white and Caucasians. The justification for conquering other lands with “dark”
populations was apparent. It was adamantly believed that to be white was to be favored
by God. It was seen as the responsibility of the white and civilized to educate and save
those whom God did not favor: the dark. These populations were varied but included
nations in Africa, Central and South America, Asia, and the Pacific Islands.12
We can see how beneficial the Christian view of the color white would be to
imperialist nations. Missionaries would teach the indigenous populations of the virtue of
white as it is presented in the Bible. The indigenous peoples then learn that their darkness
means that they must submit to the white. Conquering nations naturally used this tactic in
order to gain valuable resources. The process of colonization by Catholic countries like
11
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Italy, France, and Spain meant that the Virgin would generally be depicted as Caucasian,
even though the populations being conquered were not. She becomes associated with the
same light that the Bible speaks of when it speaks of Christ as the Light of the World.
The opposing negative characteristics associated with the dark and pre-Christian
female power, such as sexuality and fertility, become evil. Consequently the dark colors
also become evil. Over the centuries this image of the Virgin has become ingrained in the
visual cultures of the Christian world in the west. In contemporary western culture
imagery of the Virgin depicted with dark skin remains shocking. Perhaps unconsciously
now, modern day audiences viewing Ofili’s dark Virgin connect her dark skin with
something evil and non-Christian. Although the Virgin’s dark skin color was never
explicitly mentioned by Mayor Giuliani or the Catholic League, it is certainly possible
that this association played a role in their reactions.
The Virgin Mary as Icon
Yet no matter her skin tone, from the first recorded images of the Virgin in Early
Christian art have been viewed as icons. Several reporters utilized Ofili’s Holy Virgin
Mary to discuss images of Mary as icons in the New York Times while the Sensation
exhibition was housed at the Brooklyn Museum.13 However, neither Kimmelman nor
Niebuhr provide an in depth discussion of the significance of image as Icon. An Icon is
defined as it will be discussed in this paper is an image of a religious figure that holds
specific power for the viewer. These images are often prayed to or worshipped because of
13
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the power they hold. Images of the Madonna during the Middle Ages and Renaissance in
Italy and the North can be considered Icons in this context.
Mary was seen as an intercessor to God and so her image was popular and
meaningful for the process of praying or communicating with the godhead. It was only
during the seventeenth century Protestant Reformation that the image of Mary and its
power as an Icon was questioned. This Reformation ultimately led to an Iconoclastic
Revolt, and images of the Virgin were a large part of this. The destruction of images of
Mary related to several new beliefs formed by Protestants in Europe. The belief in the
Priesthood of all believers meant that Mary was no longer necessary as an intercessor to
God for the common man. This meant that her image no longer held the power it once
did.14
The Protestant Reformation changed the way in which the image of Mary was
perceived. For Catholics who converted to Protestantism, Mary still held symbolic power
as the Mother of God, but her power as intercessor and as an Icon no longer existed. For
Catholic believers, the Virgin did and still does remain an important and powerful figure.
However, her power as an Icon is forever marred by the Protestant Reformation and the
resulting popularity of Protestant faiths throughout the world. The Catholic Church no
longer holds dominion the way it did in during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and
Mary no longer holds the power she once did.15
The declining power of the Virgin is certainly something that Ofili seems to have
recognized. Being raised as a Roman Catholic he was very aware of the power of the
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Virgin Mary within the Catholic faith. However, it would also be immediately apparent
that the power of her image has declined over the centuries. Ofili has responded by
creating a painting in which the Virgin Mary draws upon her original glory. He has given
her the dark coloring that can be associated with the earth and fertility. Ofili has also
referenced African, Greek, and Egyptian images of female fertility figures. The added
organic substances also are intended to give the image power that comes from nature.
Ofili’s depiction of the Holy Virgin Mary is an attempt to not only connect the Virgin
with non-white cultures, but to give her back the original power she once held as an Icon.
The Response
In The Holy Virgin Mary then, we can see how the artist subverts Western
stereotypes and the male gaze in order to create a strong female figure that retains its
feminine power. Ofili’s interpretation of the Virgin Mary portrays a black woman as the
sacred symbol of Christian ‘motherhood.’ However, Ofili’s approach to the subject
matter, combined with his attempt to use the black female form in innovative ways
caused viewers to question traditional notions about motherhood, sacredness, and
blackness.
His use of collage in The Holy Virgin Mary caused controversy during Sensation
because the cut-out addition were quite obviously images of female genitalia and
buttocks. Ofili appears to be making a comment on the way in which not only black
female bodies but women’s bodies in general are widely exploited in popular culture.
However, Ofili may also be referencing the commonality between female fertility figures
and Madonna images. Both types of female imagery and symbolism are found throughout
the world. As the figure represented is meant to be the mother of Christ, Ofili references
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Mary’s ability to reproduce, even though within Christian belief this particular birth
occurred without sex. Ofili subverted the intended exploitative nature of the original
collage images and turned them into symbols of fertility and power.
Ofili employs another visual strategy associated with the Black Arts Movement,
exaggerating the physical features in order to draw attention to racial stereotypes. The
face of the Virgin Mary can be seen as an exaggerated stereotype. The pejorative
elements of the face of the Virgin directly challenge the stereotyping of the black female
figure and notions of beauty in Western culture. Renaissance artists for example, depicted
the Virgin as the very apex of beauty. Ofili’s portrayal of the Virgin suggests that ideas
about beauty vary from culture to culture, and are not limited to representations of young,
Caucasian females in Western contexts.
It is also possible that Ofili is making a direct reference to a specific symbol in the
imagination of the viewer. One of the most enduring examples in the tradition of
depicting the black female figure is the “Mammy.” The commonality of the image in
Western visual culture makes it a prime target for African Diaspora artists.16 Artists like
Betye Saar re-conceptualized the image of the Mammy during the Civil Rights and Black
Power movements, in order to turn her into a strong, active figure of rebellion (fig. 32).
The Mammy figure is associated with maternal and domestic pursuits. She can be
depicted as a wet nurse, cook, maid, or nanny. The Mammy is seen as strict but nurturing
within popular culture. Specifically, the Mammy figure is associated with caring for
white children and popular imagery often depicted the Mammy as caring for or nursing
white children. Pro-slavery writers during the late 19th century often used the Mammy
16
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figure as an argument for the mythical harmony they claimed existed between races in the
South prior to the Civil War.17
In bringing in the stereotype of Mammy as a type of “problematic Madonna”
figure that he dares to compare to the Virgin Mary, Chris Ofili turns upside down the idea
of the Mammy as obedient caregiver for white children. The Mammy is no longer
submissive and powerless. Ofili has depicted her as powerful and holy. Mammy figures
were often depicted nursing white children with one or both breasts exposed.18 In the
final version of the painting, the breast is emphasized but also covered by a ball of
elephant dung. It is almost as if Ofili has denied the white child access to the breast of the
Virgin or even ‘Mammy’. It is as if the African woman now depicted as the mother of
Christ, is no longer a nursemaid to everyone else’s children.
Ofili’s painting of the Virgin Mary is a combination of the themes most important
to him in his quest for self: African Diaspora identity, the representation of black women,
and religion or spirituality. In the past the controversy surrounding the painting has
obscured in depth analysis of it. It is hoped that in the future, serious criticism and
scholarship will be the norm in reference to studying the works of African Diaspora
artists, instead of making controversy out of an art that is unfamiliar and unknown.

17

Sanders, “Myth,” 164.

18

Ibid., 168.

48

CONCLUSION
African Diaspora and African-descended artists in the postmodern era are coming
into their own. As John Picton states, visual arts that make a connection with the
continent and visual traditions of Africa are “in Vogue.” It appears that towards the end
of the 20th century, the art market began favoring work by artists who were characterized
as being “non-Western.” Art galleries and prominent collectors began to focus their
attention on obtaining African and African-descended works of art. Picton sums up this
mentality well when quoting Jean-Christophe Pigozzi, who when speaking of his
collection of contemporary African art said, “I am fascinated by people who have no
training...What I find interesting about these African artists is that they are very
intelligent but they have no training and the results are, well, remarkable -- a kind of pure
self-expression.”1 The implication is that African or African-descended artists are
“untrained” because the style was often foreign and new to collectors and critics in the
West.
Pigozzi’s words are a reflection of how many felt and still feel in the art world
about contemporary African and Diaspora art. The study of arts of the Diaspora and
Africa over the centuries is a fairly new discipline. Perhaps due to the relative infancy of
the study of contemporary African and Diaspora art, scholars and critics appear to be at a
loss as to how to write and speak about this area of art.
Kobena Mercer discusses this phenomenon. Mercer describes two ways in which
scholars and critics tend to discuss contemporary African Diaspora art in Britain. He
says,
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In my view, there is a strong tendency in much of this discourse to shuttle
between two extremes, between a sort of low-grade celebrationism of
multicultural murmuring and a highly charged, explosive, and divisive
controversy, both of which deflect attention from the work of art itself.2
Mercer argues that African Diaspora art should be examined with a focus on the artwork
itself. The tendency of many scholars and critics is to focus on the background of the
artist, as well as exotic or foreign elements of interest. The biographical details are
perhaps easier to grasp, than actually confronting some of the challenging themes African
Diaspora artists frequently address in their work. Mercer argues for a scholarship that
essentially utilizes Panofsky’s method of visual analysis. A discussion of African
Diaspora art must include a thorough discussion of the art object as an autonomous
entity, the iconography involved, and the social and historical circumstances that
influence the artist’s work.3
The focus on controversy, spectacle, and exoticism surrounded Chris Ofili’s The
Holy Virgin Mary. The first type of writing concerning the painting focused on Ofili’s
background as a defense against those who called for the painting’s removal from the
Brooklyn Museum during Sensation. The majority of articles in the New York Times took
this approach when discussing Ofili’s work. These authors often neglect to actually
analyze Ofili’s painting. As I have presented, Ofili’s work is largely figural and utilizes
iconography that makes connections to African and African Diaspora visual traditions.
Yet scholars and critics continued to simply focus on who Ofili’s was instead of
examining his artwork or placing it within in the context of other postmodern artists.
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The second type of article involves scholars who are largely dismissive of Ofili’s
work because of the spectacle that resulted from the exhibition of The Holy Virgin Mary.
Daniel Cosentino and Carol Becker are two authors whose writings can be used as
examples here. Both of these authors discuss The Holy Virgin Mary as a work that was
done so that Ofili could gain notoriety. Cosentino discusses the use of elephant dung in
Ofili’s work as an attempt to seem “exotic.” 4 He argues that the art world has a strong
interest in work that comes from or is strongly influenced by non-western cultures. He
then presents Ofili as a painter who chooses to paint with materials and deal with subject
matter that is foreign in order to seem more viable to the art community. By presenting
Ofili as an artist who simply wants to be recognized, he is essentially arguing that
contemporary artists who deal with identity should not be allowed into the canon of
modern art. Similarly, Becker discusses The Holy Virgin Mary as a painting that Ofili
intended to be controversial. She argues that Ofili must have and did know that people of
the Catholic faith would most likely be offended. She claims that, “Ofili was doubtless
intending to be provocative.” Becker insists throughout her essay that Ofili is a trickster;
he is intending to cause controversy. Her argument is summarized in this statement:
One has to question the sincerity of an artist like Chris Ofili, who, in
interviews, presented The Holy Virgin Mary as nothing that should offend.
For each aspect of the work that was labeled controversial he has offered
some form of explanation.5
Neither Becker nor Cosentino provide a formal analysis of Ofili’s painting. Both cite the
painting as an example of an artist who creates mostly for recognition.
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Scholarship that ignores work of African Diaspora artists like Ofili’s exclude
them the larger discussion of postmodern trends and theories, and also ignore their great
impact on contemporary global culture. What value does an art object have when it is
excluded from its historical context? Various philosophers, including Michel Foucault
have discussed this idea concerning objects. According to Foucault, when the cultural
context of an object is not known, it cannot contribute to the knowledge of one viewing
that object.6 The piece no longer has educational value because its cultural context is not
discussed or explored. Ofili’s painting has simply become various materials that, when
thrown together, form an image that is seen as either offensive or merely an attempt to
gain attention.
Solution: Museum as the Forum
Duncan Cameron presents a new relevant view of the future of the museum in his
essay, “The Museum, a Temple or the Forum.”7 The core of Cameron’s argument is that
in the past museums made themselves into temples. The collection is presented as if
enshrined: it could not be engaged, only admired. The museum as a temple presents its
collection with explanatory text written by an unseen authority. The assumption is that
the material presented is true and should not be challenged. They are often seen as only
serving those members of society who are educated and wealthy. The museum as temple
does not invite discussion or personal interpretation. The traditional museum enforced
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Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge. (Paris: Editions Gallimard, 1969), 53.
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Duncan Cameron, “The Museum, a Temple or the Forum,” in Reinventing the Museum:
Historical and Contemporary Perspectives on the Paradigm Shift, ed. Gail Anderson. (New
York: Altamira, 2004), 61-73.
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rules on its visitors such as no touching, no photography, and no loud talking. Cameron
argues that art museums are especially prone to this.8
Museums are now beginning to break away from the traditional model of the
museum as a temple. Cameron makes the argument that museums should become “The
Forum.” Cameron uses the Louvre as an example of the frustration that currently exists
with major art museums. He writes:
The argument that there can be no progress in the arts, or in the
democratization of the arts, until the Louvre is burned is a cliché in the
West European radical art movement. There is protest against the
maintenance of great public museums that do nothing more than enshrine
the evidence of bourgeois and aristocratic domination of society, and there
is protest against arts education in which bourgeois values, exemplified by
the Louvre, are imposed on the masses.9
This frustration that Cameron describes with public museums is a result of a lack
of connection made with the larger community. There is a general feeling, especially with
museums that are publicly funded that a stronger relationship is needed with the
community. The idea of the museum as The Forum is proposed solution.10
The museum as the forum is a place where the objects in the collection are
discussed openly. Discussion with others, and hands-on learning are encouraged. The
museum as the forum is a venue where concerns can be voiced and debate happens.
Museums can do this by making the community in which they are located more directly
involved in exhibitions and programming. Publicly funded museums especially have a
responsibility to ensure that their community has a voice in the exhibitions and
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Cameron, “Museum,” 67.
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Ibid., 68.
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Ibid., 70.
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programming.11 This is not to say that publicly funded museums should censor their
exhibitions and collections. In fact it should be the responsibility of the publicly funded
museum to serve society by presenting material and asking questions that spark debate.
It is the responsibility of scholars and critics to provide more complete
scholarship concerning the work of art and artists once considered marginal but now
becoming mainstream, such as African Diaspora artists like Chris Ofili. The scholarly
interpretation must rely on considerable research. It must not be voiced as absolute truth
but used as an educational tool to promote understanding and tolerance for works of art
that might offend certain segments of society. It is necessary for publicly funded
museums to be the forum in which debate, questions, and understanding of the artist’s
work occur. A lack of scholarly interpretation of art and a lack of a forum to discuss
controversial works of art contributes to a lack of understanding.
The Brooklyn Museum went out of its way to promote and commercialize
Sensation. However, in so doing, they alienated a portion of their audience who saw the
museum as deliberately attempting to offend. The museum was seen as catering to the
wealthy, educated, elite, while not being concerned with the views of others. Those who
were offended by Sensation still paid tax dollars that went towards the museum, and their
frustration at feeling left out is understandable. The Brooklyn Museum neglected their
responsibility as a place where debate and questions can take place in order to foster
greater understanding. The same is true of museums like the Smithsonian where similar
incidents have occurred. Instead of responding to quickly censor a work of art or argue
about First Amendment rights, museums should present thoughtful research concerning

11

Cameron, “Museum,” 71.
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the context and interpretation of a work and provide a forum where concerns can be
voiced and people feel that they were heard.
For example, the approach to Ofili’s The Holy Virgin Mary could have been how
it represented a dynamic fusion of cultures. The painting could have been used to raise
questions about religious history, change, tolerance, and understanding. Instead,
thoughtful debate on these topics was drowned out in the controversy over unfamiliar
imagery. As a result, the general public has developed the view that contemporary art is
made specifically to offend, when art can often present alternative viewpoints. Art is
especially good at engaging people.
It is therefore, the responsibility of art historians, theorists, and critics to provide
scholarship that will lead to better understanding of concerning contemporary art. It is
true that contemporary artists deal with sensitive material, but this should not lead us to
the conclusion that controversy is the intended result. Artists explore sensitive themes in
order to raise questions and spark debate. Therefore, scholars should be supporting this
mission by providing thorough explorations of these works of art. More open discussion
means that there will be fewer calls for the censoring or destruction of works of art.
A lack of emphasis on why art is important as an educational tool has led to a
belief that art is not important for society at large. Recent incidents like the proposed bill
in the Iowa state legislature to force Iowa State University to sell their Jackson Pollock
piece, entitled Mural, is evidence of this. A state senator proposed a bill which would
force the Iowa State University Museum of Art to sell the piece, valued at $150 million,
in order to provide thousands of students with scholarships to the university. The bill was
ultimately defeated because of concerns of how the sale would affect private donations to

55

the university.12 However, before it was defeated museum officials, students, and alumni
voiced their disgust at the total disregard of how valuable the painting was to the
university. The museum stated that the painting is used as an educational tool and that the
sale of this historically important painting would result in a poorer educational experience
for students.
Art matters because it is able to engage the emotions of people in a way that
inspires debate. These debates can further understanding. The lack of thoughtful
scholarship and the view of art as something that is polarizing leads people to believe that
art is superfluous to a good education. In fact the opposite is true. Art is often the most
effective means of communication about timely issues such as politics, culture, social
issues like race, homosexuality, war, and gender. Public funding for art is necessary, but
it is then the responsibility of scholars to present the material in a way that will further
understanding. Current views on the importance of art can be changed with an emphasis
on scholarly research and interpretation of contemporary works of art.

12

Jason Clayworth, “Idea to Force Iowa to Sell Its $150 million Jackson Pollock Dies,”
Des Moines Register, February 21, 2011, accessed February 23, 2011.

56

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Angier, Natalie. “The Shock of the Natural; Works in Brooklyn Have a Long Tradition.”
New York Times, October 5, 1999. Accessed February 2, 2011. http://www
.nytimes.com/1999/10/05/arts/the-shock-of-the-natural-works-in-brooklyn-havea-long-tradition.html.
Araeen, Rasheed. “The Success and Failure of the Black Arts Movement.” In Shades of
Black: Assembling Black Arts in 1980s Britain, edited by David A. Bailey, Ian
Baucom, and Sonia Boyce, 21-34. Durham: Duke University, 2005.
Archer, Petrine. “Negrophilia, Diaspora, and Moments of Crisis.” In Afro Modern:
Journeys Through the Black Atlantic, edited by Tanya Barson and Peter
Gorschlüter, 26-39. Liverpool: Tate, 2010.
Barry, Dan and Carol Vogel. “Giuliani Vows to Cut Subsidy over ‘Sick’ Art.” New York
Times, September 23, 1999. Accessed February 19, 2011. http://www.nytimes
.com/1999/09/23/nyregion/giuliani-vows-to-cut-subsidy-over-sick-art.html.
Barson, Tanya. “Introduction: Modernism and the Black Atlantlic.” In Afro Modern:
Journeys Through the Black Atlantic, edited by Tanya Barson and Peter
Gorschlüter, 8-25. Liverpool: Tate, 2010.
Barstow, David. “Giuliani Ordered to Restore Funds for Art Museum.” New York Times,
November 2, 1999. Accessed January 29, 2011. http://www.nytimes.com/1999/
11/02/nyregion/giuliani-ordered-to-restore-funds-for-art-museum.html.
Barstow, David and David M. Herszenhorn. “Museum Chairman Broached Removal of
Virgin Painting.” New York Times, September 28, 1999. Accessed January 10,
2011. http://www.nytimes.com/1999/09/28/nyregion/museum-chairmanbroached-removal-of-virgin-painting.html.
Beck, James. “Donatello’s Black Madonna.” Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorischen
Institutes in Florenz 14 (1970): 456-460.
Becker, Carol. “Brooklyn Museum: Messing with the Sacred.” In Chris Ofili, 78-84. New
York: Rizzoli, 2009.
Blumenthal, Ralph and Carol Vogel. “Museum Says Giuliani Knew of Show in July and
Was Silent.” New York Times, October 5, 1999. Accessed February 8, 2011.
http://www.nytimes.com/1999/10/05/nyregion/museum-says-giuliani-knew-ofshow-in-july-and-was-silent.html.
Cameron, Duncan. “The Museum, a Temple or the Forum.” In Reinventing the Museum:
Historical and Contemporary Perspectives on the Paradigm Shift, edited by Gail
Anderson, 61-73. New York: Altamira, 2004.

57

Clayworth, Jason. “Idea to Force Iowa to Sell Its $150 Million Jackson Pollock Dies,”
Des Moines Register, February 21, 2011. Accessed February 23, 2011.
Collins, Lisa Gail. The Art of History: African American Women Artists Engage the Past.
New Brunswick: Rutgers, 2002.
Cosentino, Donald. “Hip-Hop Assemblage: the Chris Ofili Affair.” African Arts 33
(2000): 40-51.
Cuno, James. “Sensation and the Ethics of Funding Exhibitions.” In Unsettling
Sensation: Arts-Policy Lessons from the Brooklyn Museum of Art Controversy,
edited by Lawrence Rothfield, 162-170. New Brunswick: Rutgers University,
2001.
Edelstein, Teri D. “Sensational or Status Quo: Museums and Public Perception.” In
Unsettling Sensation: Arts-Policy Lessons from the Brooklyn Museum of Art
Controversy, edited by Lawrence Rothfield, 104-114. New Brunswick: Rutgers
University, 2001.
Enwezor, Okui. “The Vexations and Pleasures of Colour: Chris Ofili’s ‘Afromuses’ and
the Dialectic of Painting.” In Chris Ofili, edited by Judith Nesbitt, 64-74. London:
Tate, 2010.
Eshun, Ekow. “Ekow Eshun Interviews Chris Ofili.” In Chris Ofili, edited by Judith
Nesbitt, 96-102. London: Tate, 2010.
Farrington, Lisa E. “Reinventing Herself: the Black Female Nude.” Woman’s Art Journal
24 (2004): 15-23.
Feuer, Alan. “Man Is Arraigned in Defacing of Painting.” New York Times, December 18,
1999. Accessed January 5, 2011. http://www.nytimes.com/1999/12/18/
nyregion/man-is-arraigned-in-defacing-of-painting.html.
Foucault, Michel. The Archaeology of Knowledge. Paris: Editions Gallimard, 1969.
Fraser, Andrea. “A ‘Sensation’ Chronicle.” Social Text 19 (2001): 127-156.
Geary, Christraud M. “The Black Female Body, the Postcard, and the Archives.” In Black
Womanhood: Images, Icons, and Ideologies of the African Body, edited by
Barbara Thompson, 143-162. Hanover: Hood Museum of Art, 2008.
Hall, Stuart. “Assembling the 1980s -- The Deluge and After.” In Shades of Black:
Assembling Black Arts in 1980s Britain, edited by David A. Bailey, Ian Baucom,
and Sonia Boyce, 1-20. Durham: Duke University, 2005.

58

Harris, Michael D. Colored Pictures: Race and Visual Representation. Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina, 2003.
Heldman, Marilyn. “St. Luke as Painter: Post-Byzantine Icons in Early-SixteenthCentury Ethiopia.” Gesta 44 (2005): 125-148.
Henley, David. “Art of Disturbation: Provocation and Censorship in Art Education.” Art
Education 50 (1997): 39-45.
Hobson, Janelle. Venus in the Dark: Blackness and Beauty in Popular Culture. New
York: Routledge, 2005.
Jacobsen, Carol. “Redefining Censorship: A Feminist View.” Art Journal 50 (1991): 4250.
Kasfir, Sidney Littlefield. “Elephant Women, Furious and Majestic: Women’s
Masquerades in Africa and the Diaspora.” African Arts 31 (1998): 13-27.
Kifner, John. “Art Lovers Peruse Exhibit and Defy Giuliani.” New York Times, October
1, 1999. Accessed January 15, 2011. http://www.nytimes.com/1999/10/01/
nyregion/art-lovers-peruse-exhibit-and-defy-giuliani.html.
Kimmelman, Michael. “Wake Up. Wash Face. Do Routine. Now Paint.” New York
Times, May 8, 2005, Accessed January 2, 2011. http://www.nytimes.
com/2005/05/08/arts/design/08kimm.html.
Kimmelman, Michael. “Critic’s Notebook; A Madonna’s Many Meanings in the Art
World.” New York Times, October 5, 1999. Accessed January 12, 2011.
http://www.nytimes.com/1999/10/05/arts/critic-s-notebook-a-madonna-s-manymeanings-in-the-art-world.html.
Kimmelman, Michael. “Critic’s Notebook; A Startling New Lesson in the Power of
Imagery.” New York Times, February 8, 2006. Accessed January 12, 2011.
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/02/08/arts/design/08imag.html.
Little, Helen. “Chronology.” In Chris Ofili, edited by Judith Nesbitt, 148-156. London:
Tate, 2010.
Mansfield, Elizabeth. “The New Iconoclasm.” Art Journal 64 (2005): 20-31.
Maloney, Martin. “Everyone a Winner! Selected British Art from the Saatchi Collection:
1987-97.” In Sensation: Young British Artists from the Saatchi Collection, edited
by Norman Rosenthal and Simonetta Fraquelli, 26-34. London: Royal Academy
of Arts, 1997.

59

Mercer, Kobena. “Iconography after Identity.” In Shades of Black: Assembling Black Arts
in 1980s Britain, David A. Bailey, Ian Baucom, and Sonia Boyce, 49-58.
Durham: Duke University, 2005.
Niebuhr, Gustav. “Anger Over Work Evokes Anti-Catholic Shadow, and Mary’s Power
as Icon.” New York Times, October 3, 1999. Accessed January 11, 2011.
http://www.nytimes.com/1999/10/03/nyregion/anger-over-work-evokes-anticatholic-shadow-and-mary-s-power-as-icon.html.
Ofili, Chris. The Upper Room. London: Victoria Miro Gallery, 2002.
Oguibe, Olu. The Culture Game. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2004.
Oguibe, Olu. “Finding a Place: Nigerian Artists in the Contemporary Art World.” Art
Journal 58 (1999): 30-41.
Panofsky, Erwin. Studies in Iconology: Humanistic Themes in the Art of the Renaissance.
Boulder: Westview, 1972, reprint 1939.
Petridis, Constantine. “Of Mothers and Sorcerers: A Luluwa Maternity Figure.” Art
Institute of Chicago Museum Studies 23 (1997): 182-195.
Picton, John. “In Vogue, or The Flavour of the Month: The New Way to Wear Black.” In
Reading the Contemporary: African Art from Theory to Marketplace, edited by
Olu Oguibe and Okui Enwezor, 115-126. Cambridge: MIT, 1999.
Promey, Sally. “The Return of Religion in the Scholarship of American Art.” Art Bulletin
85 (2003): 581-603.
Rosenthal, Norman. “The Blood Must Continue to Flow.” In Sensation: Young British
Artists from the Saatchi Collection, edited by Norman Rosenthal and Simonetta
Fraquelli, 8-11. London: Royal Academy of Arts, 1997.
Ross, Doran H. “Elephant: The Animal and Its Ivory in African Culture.” African Arts 25
(1992): 64-81.
Scheer, Monique. “From Majesty to Mystery: Change in the Meanings of Black
Madonnas from the Sixteenth to the Nineteenth Centuries.” The American
Historical Review 107 (2002): 1,412-1440.
Shone, Richard. “From ‘Freeze’ to House: 1988-1994.” In Sensation: Young British
Artists from the Saatchi Collection, edited by Norman Rosenthal and Simonetta
Fraquelli, 12-25. London: Royal Academy of Arts, 1997.

60

Steinfels, Margaret O’Brien. “Artists Have Rights and So Do Taxpayers.” New York
Times, September 25, 1999. Accessed January 13, 2011. http://www.nytimes.
com/1999/09/25/opinion/artists-have-rights-and-so-do-taxpayers.html.
Stevenson, Karen. “Blinded by the White: Art and History and the Limits of Whitness.”
Art Journal 60 (2001): 38-67.
Storr, Robert. “Art, Censorship, and the First Amendment: This Is Not a Test.” Art
Journal 50 (1991): 12-28.
Tapley, Erin. “Scrutinized Art: The Many Faces of Visual Art Censorship.” Art
Education 55 (2002): 48-52.
Wallace-Sanders, Kimberly. “The Body of a Myth: Embodying the Black Mammy Figure
in Visual Culture.” In Black Womanhood: Images, Icons, and Ideologies of the
African Body, edited by Barbara Thompson, 163-179. Hanover: Hood Museum of
Art, 2008.
Weil, Peter M. “Women’s Masks and the Power of Gender in Mande History.” African
Arts 31 (1998): 28-37.
Wilson, Judith. “Triangular Trades: Late-Twentieth-Century ‘Black’ Art and
Transatlantic Cultural Commerce.” In Shades of Black: Assembling Black Arts in
1980s Britain, edited by David A. Bailey, Ian Baucom, and Sonia Boyce, 89-102.
Durham: Duke University Press, 2005.

61

Fig. 1. Chris Ofili, The Holy Virgin Mary, 1996, paper collage, oil paint, glitter, polyester
resin, map pins, elephant dung on linen, 243.8 x 182.9 cm. Source: Victoria Miro
Gallery, London.
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Fig. 2. Robert Mapplethorpe, Man In a Polyester Suit, 1980, gelatin silver print, 19 x 19
cm. Source: Sean Kelly Gallery, New York City.
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Fig. 3. Damien Hirst, The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living,
1991, tiger shark, glass, steel, 5% formaldehyde solution, 213 x 518 x 213 cm. Source:
Private collection of Steven A. Cohen.
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Fig. 4. Damien Hirst, A Thousand Years, 1990, steel, glass, flies, maggots, MDF, insecto-cutor, cow’s head, sugar, water, 213 x 427 x 30.5cm. Source: Gagosian Gallery, UK.
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Fig. 5. Marcus Harvey, Myra, 1995, acrylic on canvas, 396 x 320cm. Source: Private
Collection of Frank Gallipoli.

66

Fig. 6. Chris Ofili, Double Captain Shit and the Legend of the Black Stars, 1997, Mixed
Media on canvas. (Acc. No. TO7345). Source: Tate Britain, London.
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Fig. 7. Chris Ofili. Photograph of exhibit The Upper Room, 2002. Exhibit design by
David Adjaye. Tate Britain, London.
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Fig. 8. Chris Ofili, Shithead, 1993, human teeth, artist’s hair, polyester resin, and copper
wire on elephant dung, 11.5 x 18.5 x 18.5 cm.
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Fig. 9. Chris Ofili, Untitled (Afromuses), 1995-2005, watercolor on paper.
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Fig. 10. Mama Casset, Unknown, 1955, photograph, Senegal.
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Fig. 11. Meïssa Gaye, Unknown, 20th century, photograph, Africa.
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Fig. 12. Seydou Keïta, Untitled, 1952-1955, photograph, Mali, 20 x 24 in.
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Fig. 13. Babacar Lo, Untitled Female, 20th century, sous verre, Senegal.
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Fig. 14. Chris Ofili, No Woman No Cry, 1998, mixed media on canvas, 243.8 x 182.8 cm.
(Acc. No. T07502) Source: Tate Britain, London.
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Fig. 15. Chris Ofili, Blossom, 1997, oil, polyester resin, glitter, map pins, and elephant
dung on linen, 243.8 x 182.9 cm. Source: Contemporary Fine Arts, Berlin.
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Fig. 16. Leon Poirier and George Specht, Nobosodru, A Mangbetu Woman, 1925,
Democratic Republic of the Congo.
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Fig. 17. Renée Cox. Liberation of Aunt Jemima and Uncle Ben, 1998, cibachrome, 121.9
x 152.4. Source: Cristinerose Contemporary Art, New York.

78

Fig. 18. Renée Cox. Yo Mama’s Last Supper, 1996, Photo montage, each panel 31 x 31
in.
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Fig. 19. Renée Cox. David = The African Origin of Civilization, 1994, photograph, 10 x
8 in.
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Fig. 20. Renée Cox, Yo Mama’s Pietà, 1996, photograph.
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Fig. 21. Kara Walker. Insurrection! (Our Tools Were Rudimentary, Yet We Pressed On),
2000, cut paper silhouettes and light projections. Source: Guggenheim, New York.
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Fig. 22. Kara Walker. Mistress Demanded a Swift and Dramatic Empathetic Reaction
Which We Obliged Her, 2000, cut paper silhouettes and light projections. Source:
Whitney Museum of American Art, New York.
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Fig. 23. Carrie Mae Weems, You Became a Scientific Profile, in From Here I Saw What
Happened and I Cried, 1995-1996, chromogenic color prints with sand-blasted text on
glass, 42 x 31 in. Source: Museum of Modern Art, New York.
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Fig. 24. Carrie Mae Weems. You Became Mammie, Mama, Mother & Then,Yes,
Confidant -- Ha. in From Here I Saw What Happened and I Cried, 1995-1996,
chromogenic color prints with sand-blasted text on glass, 42 x 31 in. Source: Museum of
Modern Art, New York.
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Fig. 25. Carrie Mae Weems. You Became Playmate to the Patriarch. in From Here I Saw
What Happened and I Cried, 1995-1996, chromogenic color prints with sand-blasted text
on glass, 42 x 31 in. Source: Museum of Modern Art, New York.

86

Fig. 26. Gelede Mask, Yoruba, Nigeria, c. 19th or 20th century, wood, pigment, 29.8 x
23.5 x 30.5 cm. (Acc. No. 22.227). Source: Brooklyn Museum of Art, New York.
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Fig. 27. Joos van Cleve, Virgin and Child, 1525, oil on wood, 72.1 x 54 cm. (Acc. No.
1982.60.47). Source: Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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Fig. 28. Chris Ofili, Study for The Holy Virgin Mary, 1996, charcoal and ink on paper.
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Fig. 29. Maternity Figure, Luluwa, Democratic Republic of the Congo, c. 19th century,
wood and pigment, 28.9 x 8.6 x 8.2 cm. (Acc. No. 1993.354). Source: Art Institute of
Chicago.
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Fig. 30. Virgin and Child with Two Angels, Gospels from the monastery at Gunda Gunde,
Ethiopia, c. 1540, ink and tempera on parchment, 24 x 24.5 cm. (Acc. No. W.850.3R).
Source: The Walters Art Museum, Baltimore, Maryland.
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Fig. 31. Donatello, Madonna and Child, 1448, bronze, 160 cm. Source: Basilica di
Sant’Antonio, Padua.
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Fig. 32. Betye Saar, The Liberation of Aunt Jemima, 1972, mixed media assemblage, 11.6
x 7.9 x 2.5 in.
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